A More Complete Picture of Personality: What Analyses of Trait Profiles Have Told Us About Personality Judgment—So Far by Borkenau, Peter & Leising, Daniel
 
 
 
 
 
Dieses Dokument ist eine Zweitveröffentlichung (Verlagsversion) / 
This is a self-archiving document (published version):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Diese Version ist verfügbar / This version is available on:  
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:bsz:14-qucosa2-354762 
 
 
 
„Dieser Beitrag ist mit Zustimmung des Rechteinhabers aufgrund einer (DFGgeförderten) Allianz- bzw. 
Nationallizenz frei zugänglich.“ 
 
This publication is openly accessible with the permission of the copyright owner. The permission is 
granted within a nationwide license, supported by the German Research Foundation (abbr. in German 
DFG). 
www.nationallizenzen.de/ 
 
 
 
Peter Borkenau, Daniel Leising 
A More Complete Picture of Personality: What Analyses of Trait  
profiles Have Told Us About Personality Judgment—So Far 
 
Erstveröffentlichung in / First published in: 
Current Directions in Psychological Science. 2016, 25(4), S. 228 – 232 [Zugriff am: 14.08.2019]. 
SAGE journals. ISSN 1467-8721. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721416651960 
 
 
Current Directions in Psychological
Science
2016, Vol. 25(4) 228 –232
© The Author(s) 2016
Reprints and permissions: 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0963721416651960
cdps.sagepub.com
For decades, personality research has mainly focused on 
the relative locations of different persons on the same 
trait dimension. This is often called the “item-wise” or 
“variable-centered” approach to personality. For exam-
ple, researchers have used individual differences in intel-
ligence to predict important outcomes, such as life 
expectancy (Deary, Whiteman, Starr, Whalley, & Fox, 
2004). More recently, however, interest in person- centered 
analyses, the study of personality profiles, has burgeoned 
(Borkenau & Zaltauskas, 2009; Furr, 2008; Wood & Furr, 
2016). By analyzing personality profiles, one adds an 
intra-individual comparison component: Rather than just 
reflecting a person’s locations on a set of personality 
dimensions, a profile also contains information about 
how those locations relate to each other across traits 
(e.g., “Anna is more depressed than anxious”). Such analy-
ses yield two advantages. First, they permit a simultane-
ous inclusion of attributes of individual perceivers (e.g., 
response styles), target persons (e.g., self-disclosure), 
and perceiver-target dyads (e.g., liking) as predictors of 
profile agreement (Biesanz, 2010). Second, if the profiles 
comprise a sufficiently representative sample of traits, the 
resulting conclusions may be assumed to be generaliz-
able across traits. In the present article, we give a con-
densed overview of recent research on personality 
profiles, focusing on studies of person perception.
Three Kinds of Profiles
Personality profiles reflect patterns of trait levels within 
persons. For example, Tim may be somewhat “lazy,” quite 
“self-assured,” and also quite “friendly.” On scales for 
each respective variable running from 0 to 9, Tim may 
therefore score 5 (somewhat lazy), 7 (quite self-assured), 
and 7 (quite friendly). The blue line in Figure 1 repre-
sents this “raw” personality profile.
In analyzing personality profiles, it needs to be consid-
ered that sample means differ between traits. For exam-
ple, most people—not only Tim—may be more friendly 
than lazy; that is, they show behavior that is associated 
with the term “friendly” more often than behavior that is 
associated with the term “lazy.” One may represent such 
differences between traits by averaging the profiles of 
many persons, resulting in a so-called normative person-
ality profile (Furr, 2008) that reflects the trait levels of the 
average person. Let us assume that the normative profile 
for the three traits comprises the values of 3 for “lazy,” 6 
for “self-assured,” and 8 for “friendly,” as illustrated by the 
green line in Figure 1.
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Abstract
Personality profiles describe individual persons’ locations on multiple trait dimensions and enable calculation of profile 
similarity indices for individual persons and dyads. They are easily misinterpreted, however, unless two components 
are distinguished: a normative component comprising the sample means of the variables and a distinctive component 
reflecting the given individual’s deviations from those means. These two profile components provide different kinds 
of information. Focusing on person-perception research, we review predictors of the similarity of individual profiles to 
the normative profile (i.e., profile normativeness) and of the agreement between distinctive profiles. We also provide 
some suggestions for future research.
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Notably, most individual profiles resemble the norma-
tive profile at least somewhat, because the mean of each 
trait represents the central tendency of individual persons’ 
scores (Wood & Furr, 2016). Consequently, the raw per-
sonality profiles of any two persons will also tend to 
resemble each other to some degree. This resemblance 
may pose problems in terms of interpretation, as it will 
be unclear to what extent the similarity of the profiles is 
due to shared normativeness: Are they similar because 
both persons are average, or are they similar because 
both persons differ from the average person in the same 
ways? Moreover, normativeness is confounded with social 
desirability (see the “Findings Concerning Normative Pro-
files” section below).
A way of controlling for this source of profile similarity 
is to subtract the normative profile scores from the cor-
responding raw profile scores, resulting in so-called 
distinctive profiles (Furr, 2008). A distinctive profile 
describes the pattern of how a specific person differs 
from the average person. In Figure 1, Tim’s distinctive 
profile is represented by the red line, showing that he is 
lazier (+2) and more self-assured (+1) but less friendly 
(−1) than the average person. Thus, (a) the raw profile 
shows that Tim is more friendly and self-assured than 
lazy; (b) the normative profile shows that the differences 
between these traits are even stronger for the average 
person; (c) the distinctive profile shows that Tim is lazier 
and more self-assured but less friendly than the average 
person; and (d) the distinctive profile also shows that, in 
terms of deviations from the trait means, Tim’s laziness 
exceeds his self-assuredness, and both his laziness and 
his self-assuredness exceed his friendliness.
Currently, raw, normative, and distinctive profiles are the 
focus of numerous studies in the field of person percep-
tion. We will briefly recount a number of crucial findings 
from this line of research before addressing some unre-
solved issues and suggesting directions for future research.
Average Profile Agreement
Interpersonal perception research has investigated 
(among other issues) whether people see others as they 
see themselves (assumed similarity), whether self-reports 
agree with descriptions by others (self-other agreement), 
whether targets tend to be seen similarly by others (con-
sensus), how aware people are of how others perceive 
them (meta-accuracy), and whether people’s judgments 
of one another are accurate (Funder & West, 1993; Kenny, 
1994). Many of the relevant studies have been variable-
centered, but profile research has also investigated these 
phenomena and found evidence in favor of all of them 
(e.g., Borkenau & Zaltauskas, 2009; Gallrein, Carlson, 
Holstein, & Leising, 2013).
Findings Concerning Normative 
Profiles
In interpersonal perception research, individual targets’ 
raw personality profiles have been compared with 
another raw profile, a normative profile, and a distinctive 
profile that comprise the same traits. Similarities among 
raw profiles tend to be higher but more difficult to inter-
pret than similarities among distinctive profiles (Wood & 
Furr, 2016). Moreover, raw profiles tend to resemble nor-
mative profiles more than they resemble distinctive pro-
files (Biesanz, 2010; Biesanz, West, & Millevoi, 2007; 
Borkenau, Mosch, Tandler, & Wolf, 2016; Human & 
Biesanz, 2011b). This implies that most of the agreement 
between any two given raw profiles is likely to reflect 
differences between trait means. Further, normative pro-
files representing different perspectives (e.g., self-ratings 
vs. peer ratings) tend to be extremely similar: Borkenau 
and Zaltauskas (2009) found a correlation of .95 between 
a normative self-report profile and the corresponding 
normative peer-report profile, implying that averaged 
judgments of trait levels are almost independent of who 
provides the judgments.
Edwards (1953) noted that the rated social desirability 
of traits strongly predicts the respective trait means: Peo-
ple, on average, tend to attribute positive characteristics 
to themselves and to their acquaintances (Asendorpf & 
Ostendorf, 1998). This normativeness-desirability con-
found poses a problem for the interpretation of profile 
similarity indices, as two profiles may be similar just 
because they are both positive (Wood & Furr, 2016). Fur-
thermore, the extent to which a raw profile is desirable/
normative varies systematically with the informant’s atti-
tude toward the person being described, including self-
descriptions: Borkenau and Zaltauskas (2009) found that 
the self-report profiles of participants with higher self-
esteem were more normative: The more fondly the par-
ticipants thought of themselves, the more they described 
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Fig. 1. Raw, normative, and distinctive personality profiles for a hypo-
thetical subject, Tim. (See text for details.)
230 Borkenau, Leising
their personality like targets were described on average—
that is, favorably. Likewise, Leising, Erbs, and Fritz (2010) 
showed that informants who liked another person more 
described that person’s personality more normatively 
(cf. Human & Biesanz, 2011b). Thus, the profiles of two 
target persons are likely to be more similar the more both 
targets are liked by the respective perceivers.
Notably, this association between profile normative-
ness and liking seems to be asymmetric: Personality pro-
files could, in principle, be stereotypically negative if 
perceivers who dislike their targets simply attributed 
everything that is negative, but nothing that is positive, to 
them. In a study by Leising, Ostrovski, and Zimmermann 
(2013), however, a different pattern emerged: Whereas 
profiles of targets whom the perceivers liked were very 
favorable and similar to each other, profiles of targets 
whom the perceivers disliked tended to be more evalua-
tively neutral and less similar. Perceivers seem to differen-
tiate more between people they do not like than between 
people they like (Leising, Ostrovski, & Borkenau, 
2012). These findings bear considerable resemblance to 
those from a current line of research in experimental psy-
chology that highlights the greater perceived similarity of 
positively evaluated stimuli in general (Unkelbach, 
Fiedler, Bayer, Stegmüller, & Danner, 2008).
In most studies, the close connection between pro-
file normativeness and profile desirability has been 
acknowledged but not directly addressed in the data 
analyses. Recently, however, Rogers and Biesanz (2015) 
included both profile characteristics simultaneously in 
the same analysis and showed that there is a reliable 
component in profile normativeness that is independent 
of social desirability: People seem to differ systematically 
in their knowledge of the distributions of traits in the 
population (irrespective of how those traits are evalu-
ated) and in how aptly they use that knowledge to 
improve the accuracy of their own judgments.
Findings Concerning Distinctive 
Profiles
Several moderators of distinctive profile agreement have 
been identified. First, distinctive agreement between self-
reported and other-reported personality profiles seems to 
increase with the level of acquaintance between target 
and informant (Biesanz et al., 2007). Second, such agree-
ment is higher for traits that are more easily observed 
(e.g., higher for “talkative” than “ruminative”; Human & 
Biesanz, 2011a). These findings are in line with those of 
previous studies that used an item-wise approach to 
study interjudge agreement (e.g., Borkenau, Mauer, 
Riemann, Spinath, & Angleitner, 2004; Funder & Dobroth, 
1987; John & Robins, 1993).
Third, informants who are expressly instructed to be 
accurate achieve higher distinctive self-other agreement: 
Biesanz and Human (2010) presented videos of a set of 
targets to a sample of informants that was subdivided 
into two groups: One group received no further instruc-
tion, whereas the other group was instructed “to form the 
most accurate impression possible.” The latter instruction 
resulted in lower profile normativeness and higher dis-
tinctive self-other profile agreement. This pattern of 
results could not have been established using an item-
wise approach. Fourth, there is evidence that targets who 
report better psychological adjustment show higher dis-
tinctive self-other agreement (Human & Biesanz, 2011a; 
Tandler, Mosch, Wolf, & Borkenau, 2015). A possible 
explanation for this effect is that targets who are better 
psychologically adjusted provide others with more valid 
cues to their own more private experiences (Human, 
Biesanz, Finseth, Pierce, & Le, 2014).
Finally, several studies have addressed the question of 
what distinguishes distinctively more accurate from dis-
tinctively less accurate judges of personality. Profile analy-
sis is the ideal method of approaching this question 
because it enables comparisons among individual per-
ceivers in terms of the average accuracy of their judg-
ments across a broad range of traits. Surprisingly, the 
search for attributes of good judges of personality has 
failed to yield replicable results: Whereas informants tend 
to be generally aware of targets’ distinctive personality 
features, they seem not to differ very much from each 
other in this respect (Biesanz, 2010; Tandler et al., 2015).
Relations Between Profile 
Normativeness and Distinctive Profile 
Agreement
Normative and distinctive profiles stemming from the 
same set of raw profiles are independent statistically. 
Nevertheless, profile normativeness and distinctive pro-
file agreement may be related to other variables in similar 
or opposite ways. Opposite relations were found in the 
study by Biesanz and Human (2010) on the effects of 
instructions to be accurate in forming impressions of tar-
gets (described above) and in the study by Biesanz et al. 
(2007), who found that profile normativeness decreased 
whereas distinctive profile agreement increased with the 
level of acquaintance between target and perceiver. An 
example of concordant effects of profile normativeness 
and distinctive profile agreement was found in a study by 
Human, Sandstrom, Biesanz, and Dunn (2013), who 
reported that both higher profile normativeness and 
higher distinctive self-other agreement predicted more 
liking of, and more future interactions with, the target 
person.
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Summary and Outlook
Raw, normative, and distinctive profiles are differentially 
associated with other variables, and ignoring these differ-
ences may lead to erroneous conclusions, such as mis-
taking effects of the shared positivity of different targets’ 
raw profiles for effects of their similarity in personality 
(Wood & Furr, 2016). Therefore, a general recommenda-
tion is to decompose raw profiles into their normative 
and distinctive components and then run analyses for all 
three types of profiles. Whereas raw profiles tend to 
show stronger relations to other variables than distinctive 
profiles do, the implications of normative and distinctive 
profiles are more straightforward.
A possible limitation of the profile approach may lie in 
the difficulty of obtaining objective criterion variables on 
many traits at once. Thus, if personality judgments are 
supposed to be validated against “hard” data (e.g., obser-
vational measures), the variable-centered approach will 
frequently be more convenient. The same is true when 
properties of specific traits are under scrutiny. So the 
choice between item-wise and profile analysis primarily 
depends on the respective research question. The profile 
approach seems more appropriate when aiming to gen-
eralize across traits and to incorporate predictors of judg-
ment similarity at the level of individual perceivers, 
targets, or dyads.
We conclude this article with an overview of issues 
that should be addressed by future research. First, there 
are many systematic differences between personality 
descriptors besides their desirability. For example, per-
sonality-descriptive terms also differ in how much they 
refer to temporally stable (vs. unstable) characteristics or 
broad (vs. narrow) ranges of behaviors (Leising,  Scharloth, 
Lohse, & Wood, 2014). Perceivers who know their targets 
well could be more inclined to attribute stable character-
istics to them than perceivers who know their targets less 
well. Profile analysis is ideally suited for addressing such 
questions because generalizable conclusions in this 
regard may be obtained only when studying large and 
representative sets of traits.
Second, there is evidence that knowing targets better 
tends to improve distinctive profile agreement, whereas 
liking targets better is associated with greater profile nor-
mativeness. Liking and knowing, however, are positively 
correlated (Leising et al., 2010): We tend to like the per-
sons we are well acquainted with. So do knowing and 
liking operate independently? Or—and under what con-
ditions—do their effects counteract each other? And if 
they do, which effect is stronger? For example, extreme 
liking may be associated with loss of distinctive accuracy: 
When profiles become more positive/normative/similar, 
they may also become less characteristic of the individual 
target. Profile analysis permits addressing this question in 
an elegant fashion because it enables the simultaneous 
inclusion of several predictors of agreement (e.g., know-
ing and liking) at the level of individual perceiver-target 
dyads.
Third, one of the most puzzling unresolved issues at 
present seems to be the unclear origin of the strong asso-
ciation between profile normativeness and profile desir-
ability: People tend to be judged as behaving in 
accordance with normative expectations as to how one 
should behave. Is this because people know those expec-
tations and behave accordingly? Or do perceivers adjust 
their normative expectations to the ways people actually 
behave? Or are both true? As of now, the answer is 
unknown.
Finally, we do not yet fully understand the asymmetric 
nature of the association between normativeness and 
desirability very well: Why do favorable personality 
descriptions resemble each other more than unfavorable 
personality descriptions? Currently, models employing set 
points appear to bear the greatest promise in answering 
that question (e.g., Alves, Koch, & Unkelbach, 2016): 
Usually, there are few ways of being ideal but many pos-
sible ways of not being ideal. Consequently, the more 
different targets approach the ideal, the more similar they 
become. Future theory and research needs to consider 
such mechanisms as well.
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